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Moving Beyond
By Ian Fortey

	 

	The first bullet that hit John Berryman’s body had torn right through his liver. The second punctured a lung. The third and fourth took him in the right arm. The fifth one missed. By that point he was no longer conscious.

	John had not seen the shooter. Had not seen who or what they were shooting at. He heard a series of pops. He’d been eating dinner on the patio at a cafe with a friend. A bison burger with caramelized onion and blue cheese. A side of hand-cut French fries. A Fresca. There were maybe a dozen people on the patio, and the street was moderately busy for that time of day.

	He thought the shots came from a car. A person yelled. People on the street fell down as the pops echoed on the walls of the surrounding buildings. He had barely looked up when he felt the stinging sensation ripping through his body. Pain swallowed him whole, and everything was black.

	His next memory was of frantic movement. People were above him. Lots of talking, lots of light. And then he felt something in his throat. It was hard to breathe. There was a light right above his head. More people. Doctors?

	He didn’t have any memories after that until he awoke alone in the dark. It was quiet where he was. No windows in the room, but there were machines. All of them shut off. They had left him alone in the dark after he got shot. Imagine that, he’d thought. It was inconsiderate, at the very least.

	Looking back on that first night made John chuckle. It wasn’t funny in the ‘ha ha’ sense, but it was something so peculiar he couldn’t help feeling it was utterly absurd. He had died in that room. He was dead. And now he was a fixture of the hospital, like too many others.

	The door had opened while he stood in the dark, disoriented and unsure of how he had even ended up where he was. A man in green hospital scrubs entered as an automatic light turned on.

	“Oh, hey, this is going to sound crazy, but where are we?” John had asked.

	The man, older than John by maybe ten years and with a shaved bald head, approached the covered gurney in the room and used his feet to disengage the wheel locks. He pulled it away from the wall.

	“Excuse me, sir?” John said.

	The orderly said nothing. He began to push the gurney. A sheet was pulled up over the top. It was stained with blood. A tray next to it had spatters of blood on it as well.

	“Sir?” John said again, staring at the bloody sheet concealing something beneath it.

	The orderly pushed the bed out of the room. John followed him into a hallway. A sign on the wall pointed down the hall. ‘Surgical Suites 12 to 19’ An arrow in the opposite direction indicated suites 1 through 11.

	John followed the orderly with the covered bed down the hall. The orderly got on an elevator; John got on with him. He waved his hand in front of the orderly’s face. The man gave no sign that he saw.

	“Hello!” he yelled, right into the man’s ear.

	There was no response.

	John looked at the bloody sheet. The figure under it was a body. He knew that. A bloody sheet covering a lumpy bed in a hospital was a body. But whose body? Whose body would John be in a room with in the dark?

	Why had he woken up standing in the dark?

	John was no sleepwalker. He was also fully dressed. And this man could neither see nor hear him.

	This was the absurdity because the idea had already formed in John’s head. The reasoning that his brain was able to come up with to explain these few unique circumstances.

	John knew who was under the sheet. But he wanted to see. Maybe he needed to see. He reached for the gurney as the elevator slowly descended floors. They were heading to Basement 1.

	The elevator dinged, and the door began to open. John put his hand on the sheet. He did feel something. Not a sheet, but resistance. It had a sense of being. Almost like the feeling of pushing into water to swim. Or maybe forcing fruit into partially set Jell-O. But the resistance was short-lived. His hand passed through the sheet. Into whatever lay beneath it.

	The orderly left the elevator. John stood still, staring at his hands. The doors began to close and John reached for the button. His hand passed through the panel on the wall.

	The elevator returned to the first floor, and a doctor got in. He pushed the button for twelve and passed his hand right through John’s abdomen to do so.

	For hours John stayed on that elevator. Up and down. People got in; people got out. Sometimes it stayed in one place for ten minutes at a time. The people who got on never saw him. Never spoke to him. Sometimes they stood in him and for a moment he could almost see their insides before it got too dark.

	He wasn’t sure how much time passed. The words danced around in his head. He was dead. He was a ghost. He was a ghost in a hospital. It was stupid. It was impossible. But it was very real. It could be nothing else.

	The elevator made it up to the fourteenth floor. The sign on the wall when the door opened read ‘HAND AND UPPER LIMB CLINIC’ along with some others. Two men got on the elevator, a doctor and a patient wearing a hospital gown. The doctor hit the button for three.

	“Where are you going?” the patient asked.

	The doctor read notes off of a paper in a folder.

	“I said where are you going?” the patient asked again.

	The doctor continued to read.

	“You don’t have to be rude, you know,” the patient said.

	John frowned.

	“Doctors,” he muttered to himself.

	“What about them?” the patient asked. John looked at the patient. He was an older guy, in his sixties perhaps. A thin smattering of hair on his head. Deep lines on his face. He looked underfed.

	“Were you talking to me?” John asked.

	The old patient smirked.

	“No, I was talking to Dr. Meatbag here. Of course, I was talking to you. Where you headed?”

	“I was… I don’t even know. How can you see me?”

	“Eyes, mostly,” the older man said. “No one rides the elevator, you know. It’s like playing the lottery, trying to get where you want, waiting for someone to press the right button. You gotta be new.”

	“I don’t even know…” John said. The man nodded.

	“Yeah, you said. Here, I’m not above some charity. You’re dead. You know that, right?”

	John nodded. He did know that. The old guy smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. John felt it as real as day. It was solid and had weight.

	“Well, there you go. You know how many new folks take days or weeks to clue in? It’s ugly. You’re ahead of the curve.”

	“So, you’re... dead?” John asked.

	“No, I’m just spiritually displaced. Course I’m dead. Goddamn cancer, 1981. They got it once, you know. Told me it was cleared up. Then a year later, remission, aggressive treatment, we’re so sorry, flatline.” He made a farting noise with his mouth then.

	“You’ve been here since 1981?”

	“Yup. Not easy, either. Got a lot of creepers around the halls here. They don’t tell you that in Sunday school. They say eat your vegetables and do a Hail Mary and then you get your harp and a halo. I’ll believe that when I see it,” the man said.

	The elevator stopped on three. The doctor got out, and the patient followed him. John followed a step behind. They were on the cafeteria floor.

	“Oh, I love the cafeteria,” the patient said. “I hope they have lasagna.”

	“You can eat?” John asked.

	He followed at the man’s side, heading down a hall that looked like every other hall around them.

	“Lord, no. But you can vibe it a little. Listen, you keep your head down and learn to mind your Ps and Qs, you’ll be fine. You steer clear of the morgue, surgery, the ER, things are good. Don’t be showy, no one likes that. Hello, Janice.”

	The patient stopped to wave at a woman approaching down the hall. She appeared to be in her thirties and was nude. A massive scar ran the length of her abdomen to her chest and branched out in a Y pattern. She waved at the patient and walked through a closed door.

	“S’Janice. Not a talker but a real looker,” he said, elbowing John in the ribs.

	The gesture hurt and John rubbed what felt like a bruise.

	“How is any of this possible? I don’t even know where to begin,” John said.

	The older patient nodded.

	“I bet. It happens to everyone. I can’t really explain it all. It’s like anything, you just need to get used to it. No one just knows calculus, right? You gotta learn addition and subtraction first.”

	“I don’t know what that means,” John said.

	The older man shook his head.

	“Means math, boy. Learning. Growing up. Understanding. You’re dead, you’re not gonna unravel the universe in one elevator ride. You need to roll with it till you get it. My name’s Carl.”

	Carl stopped walking and held out his hand then. John stared at it a moment. Frail and thin, the skin looked like tissue paper over a skeleton. Deep blue veins ran across the back of Carl’s hand. John took it and shook. The older man’s skin was smooth and cool.

	“John,” he said.

	Carl clapped him on the shoulder again with his free hand.

	“Good name. My son’s name is John. John Alexander. He’s a good boy. A good man. I like you, John. We’re gonna be OK,” Carl said.

	He started walking again, his hospital robe flapping behind him. John had to rush a few steps to catch up.

	“Do you know why we’re here?” John asked.

	Carl turned a corner. The cafeteria lay before them, double doors open and a lunch special of roast beef sandwich and soup listed on a chalkboard to one side.

	“In the hospital?”

	“In the world,” John said. “Is this what happens to everyone?”

	Carl shuffled past tables and into the room where food was being sold. There was a Subway restaurant, a coffee kiosk, a small pizza place, and what looked like a diner counter. Carl headed to the diner counter.

	“Oh, no. We got lucky,” he explained.

	He stopped by the sneeze guard and looked across the offerings. There was a tray labelled lasagna, but it was empty.

	“Goddammit. People come here to die, the least you can do is keep lasagna in stock.”

	“How are we lucky?” John asked.

	Carl shrugged, getting a close look at a roast beef sandwich.

	“Unlucky, maybe? It’s all perspective. Most people don’t stay, if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t know where they go. Sometimes you see a light or hear a sound. Sometimes nothing. But sometimes people stay here for a while,” Carl said.

	He put his hand into the roast beef sandwich and held it there a moment.

	“For a while? Then what?” John asked.

	Carl shook his head. Slowly, very slowly, he pulled his hand back. For just an instant it looked like he had a piece of roast beef in his hand. It was thin and translucent, and then it seemed to snap back into the sandwich.

	“What did you just do?”

	“Just vibing,” Carl said. “You can vibe a little with dead things. It’s like we’re the same, meat and dead people. We mesh a little. It’s not as good as eating a sandwich, let me tell you, but it makes you feel a little better sometimes.”

	“I don’t understand any of this,” John said.

	Carl nodded.

	“Yup, that’ll happen. Just do what I said. Never go downstairs. Never go to the ER. Never go to surgery,” he said.

	“I was just in surgery,” John said.

	Carl paused, ignoring the sandwich and looking at John. He eyed him from head to toe and then leaned in close, looking him square in the eye.

	“Yeah. So you were. Never go back.”

	“But why?”

	“Creepers. Sneakers. Bugaboos. You don’t want that,” Carl said.

	He pulled out another phantom slab of roast beef. It rested in his hand for a heartbeat.

	“What are—”

	“Yeah, yeah,” Carl said, cutting him off. “There’s things. Creepers. Some folks around here say they’re demons. Some folks say just bad folks. I dunno what they are, but they're not like you and me. They’re like us and this meat. They wanna get what you got. Only they can take it. Swallow it all and then, well, I dunno. But I bet it ain’t good.”

	Talking to Carl that first night had been infuriating. He spoke in circles and seemed far too concerned with the mundane. But he had been quite helpful in the long run. John had heeded his warnings to never return to surgery, never go to the ER and never go to the morgue.

	Carl’s creepers were attracted to those places because that was where people died. Or, more accurately, that was where they came back. John had essentially slipped through the cracks. None of that made sense at first. But it did later.

	After spending the better part of a month in the hospital, John had met dozens of other spirits. Some, like Janice, could not communicate and seemed to have no desire to. Some, like Carl, would talk your ear off. There were others, though.

	There was a young boy named Steven, no more than five or six. He spoke and acted like a normal boy, seemingly unaware of his condition. Carl said not to ask him where his parents were or try to break the illusion for him. He said it was ugly.

	There was an elderly lady named Magda who stayed outside the elevators on the sixth floor. She would not speak, and looked terrified all the time.

	On the first floor there was a man named Bruce who had died in the doorway of the hospital of a heart attack. He was forever trying to leave through the front doors. John tried to help him once and learned the futility of it very quickly. The moment you passed through the doors, you simply found yourself back in the lobby again. It led right into itself, like a strange funhouse trick. There was no escape.

	At the end of the first month, John had learned that taking the stairs was much more efficient than the elevator. You could choose your floor on the stairs. You could walk right through the doors. But on the elevator, you had to wait for your floor. If you tried to leave the elevator in motion, you’d fall down the shaft. The physics of it made no sense. Floors were solid but walls were not. Carl said it was not worth thinking about.

	The bottom of the elevator shaft was in Basement 2. That was below the morgue floor. There were pipes and a furnace and the stuff of nightmares down there. John had fallen down once, convinced that Carl’s warning about falling down the shaft couldn’t be true. It was.

	The sub-basement was where many of the older spirits went. There were people down there from when the hospital was built in the 1950s. There were spirits down there who were not well. They were incoherent and scary, even to John. He never went back after his first trip. He ran to the stairwell and headed up. And when he passed Basement 1, he could not resist.

	He knew there was no way his own body could be there any longer. How could it be? He had died over a month ago. They would have taken him and then transported him to a funeral home or some such. His remains were likely in an urn on his mother’s mantle right now.

	Still, the urge was there. Carl said never go here. But he was here already.

	The basement was lit with yellow lights. They played off the green tiles and made everything look strangely sick. There were rooms full of files down here, and equipment. There were lockers for janitors. And at the end of the hall was the morgue.

	The door was closed, but obviously not a problem for John. Inside, there were lights on. A body on one of the tables lay exposed, massive trauma to the chest of a man in his early twenties. Behind him were big, stainless-steel doors. A whole bank of them. The drawers in which they stored bodies.

	In the corner of the room, the same man who was laid out on the table stood holding himself, his arms wrapped around his naked frame. This version of him was not battered and bruised. Some spirits were whole in death, like John. Others, like Janice, were not. He did not know why.

	“Hey,” John said, waving at the man.

	Panic filled the man’s eyes as he looked at John. He screamed. John winced.

	“Okay, yeah, get that out of your system,” John said, gesturing for him to quiet down.

	“That’s me!” the man said, pointing at the table. “That’s me! That’s me!”

	“Yes, that’s you,” John agreed.

	He wondered how many times Carl had to do this with a new spirit since 1981.

	“It’s—”

	“You, yes. I’m sorry, but you’re dead. We’re dead,” John said, cutting him off. “It’s crazy, I know. I’m still getting used to it.”

	“No! No, no, no, no,” the man said, shaking his head.

	His whole body shuddered. John felt bad for him. He was naked and apparently cold and would have to stay that way, maybe forever now.

	“It’s… well, it’s not okay. But you’re not alone, all right? There are more of us here. And it’s weird, but it doesn't have to be scary and lonely, ’kay?”

	The young man simply shook his head, staring at his own corpse. John wondered if it would have been harder for him if he had been alone with his own body when he woke up.

	“I can’t be dead. I can’t…”

	“I get it,” John said, trying to sound comforting.

	He took a step forward and then stopped. One of the stainless-steel drawer doors creaked open. The hinge made a faint whining sound as it slowly swung out.

	John cocked his head curiously. His instinct was to think another spirit was coming out. Except how could it open a door?

	“What is—”

	The young man’s question died on his lips. Black shadow like tar poured from the door. It landed on the floor without a sound, pooling and spreading out quickly. It moved with purpose. Like molasses heading down a hill, it rolled toward the young spirit.

	“Move!” John cried.

	He had never seen this before. Carl had never described them. But this had to be a Creeper. This had to be his monster.

	The young spirit looked at John. He opened his mouth to speak and a tendril of black ooze burst from the puddle on the ground, forcing itself down his throat. The man grabbed it, struggled with it like he was fighting a snake. More tendrils burst forth. One wrapped around his throat, more around his wrists. The bulk of the substance crawled up his body. It enveloped him, sucking him into the darkness. The young man was gone in moments. In his place, a midnight black form the same size and shape.

	The black substance reflected no light. It was like an absence of space rather than something in the space. There was no definition to it, no sense of dimension. It was like someone had cut a hole in reality the size and shape of the young man.

	John took a step back. The black form took a step forward. John ran.

	He did not look back to see if the thing followed him. He raced to the stairwell and headed up. The first floor beckoned. The stairwell was just off the main lobby. The main lobby was like a showroom of glass. Massive windows and double doors, brightly lit in the daytime and full of people. Full of sunlight. And John felt sure there was no way this thing would step into the light of day.

	He spent an hour in the doorway, one step from the outside. One step he could never take. The black form had not followed him. Later, he headed upstairs again to track down Carl. He told him what happened and the older man shook his head.

	“I told you. Didn’t I tell you? I told you to never go there. What’s the point of telling you not to go there if you’re going to go there?” he asked.

	John had no answer.

	Carl refused to talk to John for weeks. Told him he was a fool, and he’d get them both re-killed. John didn’t think you could die after you died, but something had happened to the young man in the basement. And it was happening to other spirits.

	Steven had disappeared one day. John usually went to check on the boy every few days. He would say hello and they would play a quick game of catch. The boy had a red ball somehow. It bounced off the walls and always found its way back to the boy’s hands, no matter how far he threw it.

	After not being able to find Steven for a week, John was on the elevator when it stopped on six. Magda was there, as usual. But she held the red ball in her hand. He had tried to ask her where Steven was, but she could not or would not answer.

	Another week passed, and Bruce was gone.

	John headed up to fourteen. He tracked Carl down to the corner room he liked to sit in sometimes. The windows had a great view of the city. Carl would just stare out for hours.

	“Carl, Bruce is gone,” he said.

	Carl nodded, not turning to look at him.

	“Yup. That’s how it goes. The creepers, they get ornery sometimes. You know mayflies?” he asked.

	“The bugs?” John asked.

	“Course the bugs. Mayflies. You know ’em?”

	“I know of them,” John answered.

	“You ever notice how you don’t notice them for a year? Two years? Five years? Then one summer you go out at night to get gas and the whole gas station is covered in mayflies?”

	John nodded. He had seen that happen once or twice before.

	“Yup. That’s the creepers. They get uppity sometimes. They come in deeper to the hospital. Go after the rest of us. I seen it twice now. Once not so bad. Once really bad. They can show up anywhere. Anytime,” Carl said.

	“So what do we do?”

	“Hide. Stay low. Be smart!” he enunciated the word and turned his head, looking John in the eye.

	“I didn’t mean to insult you, Carl. I just needed to see,” John said.

	Carl nodded.

	“My boy was just like you, you know that? Just like you. Smarter, maybe. But pigheaded some days. Did you know I saw him again?” Carl said.

	John shook his head.

	“After, I mean. After ’81. I saw him in 2012. Right here in this hospital. On the same damn floor. Three rooms down from where I died of the same cancer that killed him, too. And he never came back. I waited there for him and he never came back. I followed him down to that morgue and he never came back. And they came, and they took my boy away and he never came back.”

	Carl’s tears rolled down his face. John didn’t know that a spirit could cry. He also didn’t know how any of them could exist forever in this state.

	“So you listen to me, you understand? You listen to me!”

	“I will. I’m so sorry, Carl,” John said. Carl waved his hand dismissively.

	“Sorry is for living folk. You need to hide if you wanna avoid the creepers. They build up to a big hurrah, then go away again. So we just need to avoid the hurrah,” Carl said.

	“How do we do that?”

	“You gotta vibe a little. With some bigger meat,” Carl said, winking.

	John did not understand.

	“That sounds really weird, Carl.”

	“You hide in a body, kid. A person. Hop in and make yourself at home.”

	John considered the times he’d had a living person standing in the same place he was occupying. It was a weird sensation, but he couldn’t hold the person. Couldn’t stay in them.

	“I can already see your brain fumbling this one. It’s not just being in a body. You gotta vibe in the body. What do they call it, in the movies?”

	“Carl, I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”

	“Good grief, kid. When the ghost goes in a person and takes them over.”

	“Possession?” John said in disbelief.

	Carl pointed at him.

	“There you go. You gotta possess someone. Just for a little while. Don’t make ’em barf pea soup or anything. Just be a squatter.”

	Carl headed to the door then. John followed him out into the hall.

	“If they got Bruce, they’re just moving upwards. That means we probably got a day, tops. Vibing into a body ain’t like vibing a lasagna. This will take some time so we gotta be hasty here,” Carl said.

	“Have you done this before?”

	“One time. I’m not gonna lie to you, it feels very unfortunate. You ever get that exam where the doctor checks your prostate? It’s like that, but all over,” Carl explained.

	John winced.

	“Exactly. But you saw what a creeper does. You want that?”

	“No,” John said. He wasn’t even sure why. Being stuck in this hospital was not what he imagined the afterlife to be at all. But it was still his. He wanted to keep it.

	“Right, so let’s find you a body.”

	“And then?”

	“And then nothing. Wait. You’ll know when the creepers are done.”

	“What if the person I possess leaves the hospital?” John asked.

	“No, you want a patient. Someone staying here but not dying or anything.”

	“But what if I picked someone who leaves the hospital?” John asked.

	Carl shook his head.

	“Hell, I dunno. You might get shot back in the lobby. Then you’re just a fish out of water surrounded by cats.”

	Carl led them to the internal medicine floor, looking at boards and charts.

	“Diabetics with uncontrolled blood sugars are a good choice. Not fatal but takes a few days of hospital stay to balance out,” Carl said.

	He took John into a room shared by two women. One was an elderly woman asleep in her bed. The other, a woman in her forties, watching TV.

	“Here, take her,” Carl said.

	John shrugged.

	“Okay,” he said.

	Carl rolled his eyes.

	“Put some effort in, I’m not doing your homework for you,” he said. “Get vibing.”

	Vibing was something John had practiced a bit but didn’t enjoy as much as Carl did. It was like bonding himself to something else, generally meat in cafeteria food. It did give a slight sensation of consuming it, but nothing like eating.

	John put his hand on the woman’s head, then let it slide into her. He tried to mesh himself within until Carl poked him in the side.

	“Not your hand. Get in there. All up in there,” he said.

	John felt foolish. He supposed possessing someone with just his hand was not feasible. Instead, he walked into the bed so that he was standing in the woman’s torso. Unsteadily, he tried to lay back and lift his feet. He felt his own body slowly merging with hers, the way his hand could bond with meat. And then, a moment later, he was immersed. The woman’s eyes were his eyes. He could feel her body, like a strange suit, over his own.

	“Oh wow,” he said.

	The woman said. Carl shook his head and shushed him.

	“No! Don’t talk. Let her drive, you’re just shotgun. Gonna mess her brain all up if she’s saying stuff that she never meant to say. I’ll take this old bird here. Give it two or three days and I’ll meet you back here. Do not leave, you understand me? Stay in there,” Carl said.

	The older man left then, walking across the room. John watched him bond with the older woman and vanish. And then he was alone, but not alone. Inside a strange woman's body.

	The woman was able to move and speak on her own. She seemed to have no idea John was there. But he could move her body as his own as well. He tried it with just a finger. The woman rubbed her hand after he did it, as though trying to ease a cramp. And that gave him an idea.

	John had no desire to control anyone, but he had to know. Carl had never tried to leave before.

	The old woman was asleep, her eyes closed. That meant Carl was blind for now. John pulled himself from the middle-aged woman’s body, a process that felt like trying to get out of a pool fully dressed. He moved quickly and picked the first person he found in the hall. A man in his thirties, a visitor. John merged with him quickly, possessing his body and turning it around.

	There was resistance from the man, John could feel him trying to get control of himself. It was like walking on stilts. Awkward, but manageable. They took the elevator down to the first floor.

	John pushed passed a doctor and headed to the doors. No sign of the creepers here, or any other spirits. But the doors were so close. John made the man step towards them. His hand pushed the cross bar. His foot crossed the threshold. And he was outside.

	John stood on the sidewalk. He was out. They could leave. He had to tell Carl. He would! But first he needed to feel the sun on his face, needed to feel what being alive was like again.

	He tried to make the man run. It was harder than walking. His movements were jerky. People looked at him strangely. John tried harder, and they ran down the sidewalk a short distance. As they approached the street, the man’s control seemed to get better. John exerted more force. The man stumbled. The body fell back.

	John had just enough time to see the bus.

	He woke up in the hospital. More lights. Sounds. People talking. He tried to sit up, and another voice yelled out. Something was weighing him down. John turned his head and the man he had possessed was there. Stuck to him. Stuck in him.

	“What’s happening?” the man yelled.

	Below them, the man’s broken and bloodied body was being operated on. John and the spirit were intertwined, like melted plastic figurines merging together in the dying man’s torso.

	The spirit lashed out, put its hands on John, and pushed. Their bodies tore apart. A dull light spilled from the cracks. It burned and made John wince. The light seemed to cut through the walls and floors.

	“Stop!” John said. “You need to stop.”

	It was like fireworks going on, or a lighthouse in the dark of night. They could see it.

	The spirit struggled, not listening. More light splashed around the room. Through the room. It flashed across a shadow in the corner. The light vanished into it and the shadow surged forward. A second joined from the other side of the room.

	“No—”

	It was the only word that made it past John’s lips. The shaft of black, shadowy nothingness forced itself down his throat. It felt cold. Impossibly cold. More wrapped around his arms. Around the other spirit. He could feel it wriggling down his throat.

	The second shadow reached out. The black tendrils wrapped around his head. The last thing he saw was darkness. Impossible darkness.

	 

	* * *


Kochabal
By Ryan C. Robert

	 

	Gregory woke up with a blinding pain behind his eyes. He moved his hand to rub them, but something stopped him from reaching his face.

	He opened his eyes and looked in horror at the constraints placed on his wrists. The chains from his shackles led down into the stone floor.

	He sat up and looked around, his eyes darting across the harrowing place that he’d woken up in. The walls were a deep red and they bent in and out like crumpled paper. They best resembled the inside of a cave, though he’d never known one to be this color.

	Just a few shadows danced across the walls, cast by a lit brazier in the corner. There were two tunnels that led away from Gregory, blocked off by iron bars, both out of his reach as long as he was chained to the floor.

	Gregory yanked on one of his constraints for a moment, hoping it would give way if he pulled hard enough. But it was firmly planted in the ground. Looking around, there was very little occupying his prison cell, if you could even call it that. There was a set of unlocked shackles chained to the wall. The floor of the cell was nearly as rocky as the walls, with short stalagmites sticking out from the ground in sharp spires.

	A thought crept into Gregory’s head as he began to remember bits and pieces from the night before. He reached inside his pants
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